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“Immortal, invisible, God only wise,” we sang last Sunday morning as we began the worship service and the start of our sermonic review of beliefs that, across the ages, have captured the hearts and minds and shaped the confessions and actions of people devoted to Christianity.  “In light inaccessible hid from our eyes,” we continued, “Most blessed, most glorious, Ancient of Days, almighty, victorious, your great name we praise.”  Quite a hymn; is it not!  What appropriately lofty language with which to sing about or to talk about God—the essence of being—the Holy One who never can be captured in language, image or thought.  Stated non-poetically, we found ourselves affirming belief in God fully cognizant that this belief rightly held is steeped in mystery, oriented to holiness, and committed to finding expression through compassion that moves inexorably toward the most profound kind of love.  
“But, then what?” may I ask, “What comes next?”  How do we love God?  How do we serve God?  What are the consequences of entrusting our hearts to God?  What difference does this credo make in what we do in our work and play tomorrow?  What is the character, the look, the model of a life devoted to God?  
Enter Jesus.  “When the fullness of time had come,” Paul wrote, “God sent God’s Son” (Gal 4:4).  Divine mystery entered history through a personality—a man from a small Middle Eastern village called Nazareth, a “rabbi” he called himself, who quickly surrounded himself with learners, attracted followers who watched him revolutionize religion, alter the conventional view of morality, and embody a life of love to such an extent that authorities felt threatened, the poor felt blessed, outcasts felt included, women felt exalted, sinners felt forgiven, peace-makers felt encouraged, and people who wanted everything to remain the way it always had been decided to get rid of him.  That was Jesus.  And the authorities’ decision to get rid of him was not the end of the matter, the final word about Jesus, though it led to the grievous tragedy that formed the womb from which a new kind of hope and promise for the future were born.  Who was this man?  Answering that question correctly always has been and always will be crucial to the integrity of Christianity and to the validity of a personal credo, the substance of our basic belief really.  Jesus himself insisted on people answering that question about his identity.
Jesus posed this crucial inquiry to his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” Then, more personally, he asked, “Who do you say that I am?” The question leaps across the centuries.  Jesus sets the same inquiry before us.  “Who do you say that I am?”  
In answering that question, no one can speak for any one else.  Every person must respond to Jesus for herself.  Proxy responses will not do.  Second-hand affirmations related to Jesus serve no one well.  Who is Jesus to us?  Who is Jesus to you?
“Was Jesus God?” early followers of Christ asked.  “And, what about using the term, ‘the son of God’ to speak about Jesus?  How did that identity have integrity?  In what manner was Jesus the son of God?” 
Concerned Christian scholars through the ages have addressed these questions with a passion.  In the early church, vigorous debates swirled around different understandings of Jesus.  Everybody wanted to settle the matter of Jesus’ nature and identity once and for all, but the matter resisted such a static settlement.  Mystery simply does not lend itself to precise definitions and exhaustive explanations that attempt to make mystery something other than mystery!
Early church councils, in particular, seemed fixated on capturing in a creed all that anyone ever needed to know and say about Jesus.  Participants in the Council of Nicea early in the Fourth Century, for example, thought they had written the all-sufficient creedal statement about Jesus.  Listen:
“We believe . . . in one Lord Jesus, the Son of God, begotten of the Father, only be-gotten, that is, of the substance of the Father, God of God, Light of Light, true God of true God, begotten not made, of one substance with the Father, through whom all things were made, things in heaven and things on the earth; who for us . . . and for our salvation came down and was made flesh, and became man, suffered, and rose on the third day, ascended into the heavens, is coming to judge living and dead.”
Before the ink was dry on the early parchments containing this creed, however, people disagreed with its terminology, protested its inadequacy, and demanded that it be changed.  A devout church leader named Athanasius pushed a church council in Antioch to develop an alternative credo from which I now quote:  
We believe . . . in one Lord Jesus Christ his son, God only-begotten, through whom are all things, who was begotten from the Father before all the ages, God from God, whole from whole, sole from sole, complete from complete, king from king, lord from lord, living Word, living wisdom, true light, way, truth, resurrection, shepherd, door, unchangeable, and immutable; invariable image of the deity, essence, purpose, power and glory of the Father, first-born before every creature, who was in the beginning with God, God the Word . . . through whom all things were made and in whom all things consist . . . 
At one time, I found such meticulous theological dances on the head of a pin to be humorous—narratives that piled one phrase on top of another to be sure that everything that needed to be said in a biblically correct description of Jesus was included in their declaration.  Now, though, I understand the necessity of such a driving passion for correctness.  It is important that our beliefs embrace truth rather than spring from uninformed hunches or unexamined wishes.  Christianity contains a historic core without which Christianity loses its distinctive.  Ours is not the right of making Jesus whomever we choose to make Jesus.  Ours is the responsibility of responding to the Jesus who was and is.  But, of course, that is not easy.  The Jesus whom we meet in the gospels resists encapsulation in a creed even as confinement in a tomb.
Not infrequently after reviewing historic creedal statements about Jesus and musing over the challenge of how we best can understand this “spirit person,” I remember a story passed along to me by a student of the great German philosopher-theologian Paul Tillich.  Reading Tillich is no easy endeavor.  The man spoke and wrote in heavy, philosophical language intended to make clear the meaning of spiritual truths.  Once, while Tillich was teaching at Union Theological Seminary in New York, so the story goes, he attended a Christmas Eve service led by one of his students.  The congregation was comprised of people who had no formal training in theology or philosophy but a deep desire for serving God and following Jesus.  As the young minister delivered his sermon, his language soared—“The divine transcendent became imminent in Jesus” he declared as he retold the story of Jesus’ nativity.  After the service had concluded, Tillich spoke to his student softly and sensitively, advising him with a plea, “Just tell them that in the person of Jesus, God has drawn close to everyone of us.”
There!  That is who Jesus was; that is who Jesus is.  Jesus is the human face of God, the comprehensible embodiment of incomprehensible mystery, the present touch of eternal love, the one whose being is transparent to the being of God.  Jesus showed us in the flesh the very practical meaning of obeying and serving the God who through a voice speaking out of a burning bush in a desert said, “I AM.  I AM WHO I AM.”
Jesus was as much of God as can be contained in one person.  Jesus was as much of God as can exist in any member of humankind.  
Read carefully the narratives of Jesus in the Christian Scriptures and you will see that he never claimed more than that for himself.  Jesus attended the synagogue faithfully, where weekly he repeated with strong conviction the historic Jewish credo: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God is one!”  Several times, when approached by people attempting to address him in the language of divine attributes, Jesus told them to save all such modes of address for speaking to and about God.  Repeatedly, Jesus instructed people to pray to God, not to him.  Jesus pointed to God as the source of salvation, the essence of goodness as well as being, the author of creation, and the sustainer of life.  
Outside of a few passages in the Gospel of John, written for the specific purpose of elevating Jesus above historic Judaism, the Bible does not reference any attempt on the part of Jesus to usurp the sovereignty of God or to draw to himself the reverence, attention, and worship that belong only to God.  Through every word he spoke and every act he performed, Jesus sought to enable people to know God and to understand the meaning of living as the people of God.  Indeed, the life of Jesus models for us the kind of life to which God calls each of us.  Not surprisingly, then, following Jesus allows us to live as God created us to live, as God instructs us to live.
One of the most powerful images of a God-shaped, God-oriented life, appears in a magnificent hymn that was included in the text of an ancient letter addressed to Christians in Philippi.  Students of this passage refer to its sublime, poetic lyrics as the great “kenotic hymn.”  It is through the medium of poetry a statement about self-emptying. 
Jesus . . . though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave . . . he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death.  
Do you hear?  Do you see?  People devoted to God allow the spirit of God to fill their lives to such an extent that their words and deeds express the will of God.  Stated another way, the essence of being involves emptying ourselves of privilege and committing ourselves to service. 
Though Jesus gave evidence to that truth in his own life throughout his life, he also occasionally talked about that truth in relation to others by describing the priorities, the essential character, of a God-oriented personality.  He spoke of a life committed to the pursuit of holiness, dedicated to truthfulness, relentless in making peace, forever forgoing retaliation in favor of forgiveness, exhibiting humility rather than arrogance, embracing discipline as an ingredient in life as necessary as food, and persisting in love even in the face of hatred.  
Here is the substance of how—to use classic evangelical language—Jesus saves us, leads us into life.  The God whom Jesus enables us to see more clearly never was a God who demanded that one person be killed in order for other persons to live.  No!  We meet in Jesus the God—the great I AM—who shows us how to live and assures us that even if what happened to Jesus happens to us—if fidelity to holiness and the practice of unconditional love are so much more than some people can stand that they end up killing us in one way or another—that is not the end, rather only a new beginning.  Jesus enables us to see how we are saved by his life and how we can be involved in the saving of others by our lives.  
To know Jesus is to know God and if we know Jesus, we will love God, unless, of course, we prefer a world devoid of either God or love.  Our beloved friend Harold Hughens was fond of observing that the longer he lived, the more impatient he became with the intricacies of theological doctrines and the more drawn he was to the conclusion that all a person really needs to know is the simple religious truth—Jesus loves me.  My sentiments merge with Harold’s sense of truth.  The love of Jesus makes real for us the love of God and evokes from within us a love for God and for other people that are the heart of real religion.  In this striking mutuality of love, the path of Jesus becomes our path, a path that leads us straight into the heart of the Holy One whose identity is the essence of life and whose other names could be mystery, holy, or love.
Albert Schweitzer, like no one else, captured the essential nature of Jesus—his lofty eternal identity and his practical contemporary appearance in mystery.  This multi-talented man who chose to divest himself of the honor, popularity, glory, and even majesty that were his to enjoy in the high profile venues of Europe in order to serve the sickest and poorest of people in a little out-of-the-way village in Lambarene knew Jesus as sovereign and servant, as revelation and mystery, as victim and savior.  Schweitzer knew, as do all who have engaged Jesus, that to know Jesus best requires personal encounter and that no two of these encounters may be the same.  True to the gospels, Schweitzer understood that Jesus could not be locked into history, but must always remain our contemporary.  Schweitzer saw as well that one never knows Jesus without following him, never understands the meaning of his life without obeying his teachings that draw us into his life and makes us one with him as a child of God.
Those words about Jesus that were written in Nicea and Antioch merit profound reflection and a meaningful response.  For me, however, one of the greatest paragraphs ever written about Jesus was penned by the servant from Lambarene as he wrote about the servant from Nazareth.  These words invite personal engagement and require faithful obedience that we may know, love, and follow Jesus in the living of our days.
He comes to us as one unknown, without a name, as of old by the lakeside he came to those men who knew him not.  He speaks to us the same word: “Follow thou me!” and sets us to the tasks which he has to fulfill for our time.  He commands, and to those who obey him, whether they be wise or simple, he will reveal himself in the toils, the conflicts, the sufferings which they (we) shall pass through in His fellowship, and as an ineffable mystery, they (we) shall learn in their own experience (we shall learn in our own experience) who he is.
Credo!  I believe in God—one God whose other name could be holy, mystery, or love—and I believe in Jesus—the human face of God—to whom I give my heart and in whose fellowship I encourage all of us to spend our days.  Amen. 
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, as we continue to examine the convictions that give shape to our lives and pursue answers to questions that will determine the priorities that guide the use of all our resources, we want to be honest.  God, please, keep us honest.
Holy God, accept our toughest inquiries about religious matters as signs of the depth of our love for you.  Hear our confessed doubts as important stops on the way to a more secure faith.  Understand our searching as another way of expressing trust in you.
God, sustain a level of courage within all of us that enables each of us to come to a faith that is uniquely ours and to travel a path discovered in working out our own salvation.
We do believe, God.  Help our unbelief.  Amen.
 


